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BATTALION CHIEF McGRATH: Today's date is 

January 17, 2002. The time is 1539 hours. I am 

Battalion Chief James McGrath of the Fire 

Department of the City of New York. I'm 

conducting an interview with Captain Sohmer of 

Ladder 85 regarding the events that took place on 

September 11, 2001. This interview is taking 

place in the quarters of Ladder 85 in Staten 

Island. 

Q. Captain, state your name and relate the 
events as you recall them? 

A. Captain Robert Sohmer Ladder 85. We 
responded from quarters at approximately the time that 
the second building was struck. We had a very easy 
fast response. Our response area was to the Battery 
Tunnel, where we were supposed to meet other companies 
and proceed through the Battery Tunnel to Manhattan. 

We got to the Battery Tunnel, we were the 
first company there. There were no other companies 
that were on the scene and we were stopped from 
proceeding at that point by the tunnel police, the TBTA 
police because they had feared a bomb had gone off in 
the tunnel. 


We tried raidioing the dispatcher at that 
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time for other instructions, or anything else they 
wanted us to do, but the radio traffic was so heavy we 
couldn't get through at that point. Other companies 
had responded in at that point and we were then 
instructed to go to the Brooklyn Bridge and respond to 
Manhattan side of the Brooklyn Bridge and get other 
orders from that position. 

When we got there, we finally found where a 
command post was located, and that was at Broadway and 
Park, probably by Saint Ann's Street, is that what it 
looks like right there? I think it was opposite 
Trinity Church right there. At that command post there 
was numerous members there, some off duty, some on. 
They were trying to structure that command post at that 
time there. 

They were trying to separate companies that 
had actual apparatus and guys who were just off duty. 
When they found out we had an apparatus, we were 
instructed to respond to between 4 and 5 World Trade 
Center. The second building had just collapsed, around 
that time we got to the command post, and we had seen 
members who were coming up from the street and at that 
time we had gone down, operated between 4 and 5, 


searching, using our Tower Ladder. We operated in that 
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area for I would say approximately an hour to an hour 
and a half. 

We operated in that position for I would say 
approximately an hour to hour and a half probably. 
There were 3 tower ladders operating at that point. We 
proceeded to search the areas we could. We operated 
our Tower Ladder on 4 and 5 extinguishing fire and we 
had members in the buckets. We had other members 
searching where we could search in that area for any 
victims or anything else we could find at that point. 

As the day went on they started worrying 
about 7 World Trade Center collapsing and they ordered 
an evacuation from that area so at that time, we left 
the area with the other companies, went back to the 
command post on Broadway, where we were instructed, 
they were looking for companies to go to the west side 
to operate on the bridges, to cut members out that they 
had confirmed were pinned and trapped under the bridges 
on the west side. 

A Battalion Chief was assigned to us. We 
took our apparatus to West Street to the north bridge, 
on that side over there, where we began to operate. We 
had identified different members who were deceased and 


trapped in rigs. We were about to proceed our 
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operation there and this was in the afternoon, I would 
say approximately maybe 2:00 roughly, where we started 
to operate and then they asked us to fall back again 
due to the potential of 7 World Trade Center 
collapsing. 

At that time, we had fallen back to probably 
opposite Stuyvesant High School, I believe it was on 
the west side there. 

Q. That's uptown a little bit. 

A. Right. They had us fall back to there. We 
stayed at that position until exactly when 7 
collapsed. When 7 collapsed, we responded again. We 
had an Engine Company, a spare Engine Company with us 
and ourselves. We responded to just behind 7, which 
was, I think it was Greenwich, was it Washington or 
Greenwich? I think it was Greenwich. Is this 
Greenwich? 

Q. It could be. I don't have a bigger map. 

A. We turned the corner, 7 had just collapsed, 
the block that led into 7. 

Q. Pretty sure that's Greenwich. 

A. Greenwich and Park was covered with debris, 
there were burning autos and all debris. It was 


starting to extend into the buildings on both sides of 
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the block. We went to hydrants in that area. We had 
off duty guys in our cells, but the hydrants had no 
water. We did whatever we could. The rigs actually 
were starting to become in danger of lighting up 
themselves. 

We called trying to get water returned to us 
over here. Finally one of the members thought, we used 
it for a good period of time, we forced the door on one 
of the buildings there and used the water from the roof 
tanks. It was left in the gravity tanks. We took a 
two and a half line out of one of the doors. We were 
able to advance down Greenwich, stopping, putting fire 
out in the street, the cars and from getting into 
exposures. 

We backed our rig into position at 7 World 
Trade Center. We searched the area of the buildings 
that were in the vicinity all there and then from 
approximately 5:45 p.m. that day, the 11th, until about 
4 in the morning, 5 in the morning, we operated our 
Tower Ladder on 7 World Trade Center. Basically that 
was the extent of our day. 

Q. Okay. Just a couple of questions if I 
might. Do you remember the Chief's name that you 


worked with when you worked over by the pedestrian 
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bridge? 

A. No, I don't know. He didn't have a Chief's 
jacket on. He must have went to a fire house, grabbed 
his stuff and he was -- he actually had a fireman's 
helmet on and another coat. I never caught his name. 

Q. How about any names of the members that you 
were trying to dig out that were under the bridge? 

A. I'm trying to think. We got down to the 
position. The company actually stayed up at a certain 
point because we couldn't get the apparatus physically 
down. I walked down to the position with the Chief 
where we were going to assess what we need and how 
close we wanted to get with the apparatus. 

They were worried about 7 at the time. The 
decision was made not to do it, not to get anybody else 
hurt. That's when we backed up and they said let's 
wait for this other building before we continue any 
work, because where the bridge was was in the direct 
path of 7. It was the north bridge where we were 
looking initially. 

Q. Do you recall any radio transmissions or 
anything that might be helpful in possible location of 
units or members? 


A. The radio transmissions were so fast and 
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furious. Anything specifically, at night I had heard 
them working on somebody who was trapped. They seemed 
to be in the south building. I believe I heard 78 
truck at one time calling for -- saying that they had 
somebody there. I'm not sure, but I'm pretty sure 78 
truck called for help, but my radio seemed to function 
for most of the time. Most of the other radios had 
gone out, but it seemed to me that the rescue effort 
that I seemed to have heard was in the south side some 
place, off Liberty, from what I do remember of it. 

For some reason I do remember 78 calling. 

Q. The units that you operated on Greenwich 
Street with? 

A. I think it was 505 or 525 was one of the 
spare engines. 153 Truck worked on West Street for a 
while. I saw them over there by 7 World Trade Center. 
Then there was a second Tower Ladder that backed into 
position with us, which was -- I guess we operated 
mainly there at that point. 

Q. Is there anything else that you can think of 
that you might want to add that might help us in 
researching this? 

A. No, basically not without going into every 


minute. Once we got our assignments, for the most part 
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we operated between 4 and 5. We operated with the 
Tower Ladder there effectively on those buildings that 
were within our reach. Then the other part was 
unfortunately we couldn't do anything at the pedestrian 
bridge but the concern of 7, which they had no idea 
which way it was going to collapse and they just knew 
it was going to collapse and they positioned us outside 
of it. We positioned outside of it so we could -- 
there weren't many apparatus around. 

The apparatus were functional. We grabbed 
them and had a good stop as we came down that Greenwich 
Street right there, because there was no concentration 
of units. Seemed most people were there. The guys we 
had off duty and on duty. We were the only truck, I 
believe, operating at that time. But there was a lot 
of fire advancing north up Greenwich and it was -- it 
worked out good for us, it was a good position. 

Q. When you first arrived and you were on I 
guess you were on Church Street between 4 and 5 World 
Trade Center, you said there was a lot of firemen in 
the area, do you remember anybody specifically or 
companies that you might have seen? 

A. I think there was 7 Truck was one of the 


tower ladders operating on one of the buildings right 
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there. There was a company that was north of us 
operating on 5. We were in the middle between 4 and 5 
operating alternately there and wetting down the area 
into the Trade Center area itself where the rubble was 
still hot. 

The company to the south of us was -- it was 
a double digit -- I don't know if it was 14. I'm just 
stabbing at numbers now. It was just so much debris 
between cars, it was hard to see what was good and bad, 
stuff like that. But that was our main position right 
there. I would say from approximately about at least 
an hour, hour and a half between 4 and 5. They made us 
evacuate due to the fear of 7 coming down. 

That's when we went back to the command post, 
got the other instruction to work with this Chief, 
where we went to the west side, got as far down as we 
could. The Chief and myself went down to that area 
where we they wanted us to work. Seeing what we would 
need; torches, air bags, anything else like that to 
operate at that bridge. The concern there again, it 
was later in the afternoon, 2, 2:30, like I said. The 
fear then was 7. 7 was free burning. 

Search had been made of 7 already from what 


they said so they had us back up to that point where we 
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were waiting for 7 to come down to operate from the 
north back down. 
BATTALION CHIEF MCGRATH: Thank you very much 
for all the information that you provided us. 
This will conclude the interview then and the time 


is 1552 hours. 


